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Abstract Through comparisons between traditional Chinese and Western aesthetics, this
article tries to explain the worldwide significance of Chinese aesthetic tradition in the twenty-
first century. In contrast to cognitive–rational spirit and the tendency to distinguish the
subjectives and objectives of traditional Western aesthetics, traditional Chinese aesthetics
shows a distinctive practical–emotional spirit and a tendency to harmoniously unite human
beings with nature, and believes that beauty is, first and foremost, a free state or way (Dao) of
human life; the most important thing for human beings is how to make their own lives and
existence beautiful. Therefore, it puts forward some persuasive and valuable insights into
beauty and art, thus playing an independent and constructive role in intercultural aesthetic
dialogues of the twenty-first century.
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In the twentieth century, many Asian scholars often discussed various aesthetic questions
according to the model of Western aesthetic tradition because the latter had been generally
thought of as the birthplace and nursery of aesthetics as “a science.” Some scholars even tried
to explain Asian aesthetic tradition in the framework of Western aesthetic tradition, resulting
in some unnecessary misunderstandings of the former. As a matter of fact, Asian countries
have their own aesthetic traditions, which are different from the Western tradition not only in
concrete ideas but also in fundamental spirit. This article compares traditional Chinese and
Western aesthetics, showing the worldwide significance of Chinese aesthetic tradition in the
twenty-first century.
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The contrast between ideas of traditional Chinese and Western aesthetics is deeply rooted
in the fundamental difference of their philosophical spirits. We may say in a certain sense that
traditional Western philosophy mainly manifests a cognitive–rational spirit, whereas tradi-
tional Chinese philosophy mainly manifests a practical–emotional (or affective) spirit (cf. [1]).
Correspondingly, the two philosophical traditions explore and explain various relationships,
including the aesthetic relationship between human beings and nature, in different ways.

Guided by its cognitive–rational spirit, traditional Western philosophy always focuses its
attention on the cognitive activities of human beings, especially those that are governed by
rational principles, and regards human beings and the world as the subject and object of
cognitive activities, respectively. With this tendency to distinguish subjectives and objectives
in cognition, traditional Western aesthetics always considers “beauty” as a pleasant attribute
or property of objective things in the external world, and “human beings” as subjects who are
able to feel or perceive beautiful objects outside through cognitive activities, either rational or
perceptual. For example, the Greek philosopher Aristotle [2,3] remarked, “the chief forms of
beauty are order and symmetry and definiteness, which the mathematical sciences demon-
strate in a special degree.” In Medieval times, Aquinas [4] made it more manifest that “the
beautiful relates to a cognitive power, for those things are said to be beautiful which please
when seen.” It is precisely in such a tradition that Baumgarten, who is often called the
“godfather of aesthetics,” named this science of perceptual knowledge “aesthetica,” a term
that could demonstratively show the cognitive–rational spirit of traditional Western phi-
losophy from a specific angle. While noticing the close relationship of the beautiful to human
life and practical activities, modern German thinkers Kant [5] and Hegel [6] also regarded it
as the objectified presentation of certain subjective states of human beings in external things
(i.e., as “symbol of morality” or as “pure appearance of the idea to sense”). In other words,
beauty as the object of human cognition is not an intrinsic part of human life itself, but is
separated from it by the cognitive gap between subjectives and objectives within the frame-
work of traditional Western aesthetics.

Similarly, when discussing problems on art, traditional Western aesthetics always con-
siders art as a specific way of knowing external things, placing special stress on its cognitive
functions and even evaluating its significance according to its relation to the truth of the
objective world. That is the main reason why the “mimesis” theory of art prevailed for such a
long time from the Greek period to the modern times in the history of Western aesthetics.
Plato [7] severely censured contemporary art for merely imitating the sensory world, on one
hand, and insisted, on the other hand, that “truth should be highly valued” in ideal art in his
eyes. Aristotle [2,8] definitely called fine art as the art of “imitation” and claimed that “art is
identical with a state of capacity to make, involving a true course of reasoning.” Although
acknowledging, to some extent, that “fine art is the art of genius,” Kant [5] still declared,
“genius is the exemplary originality of the natural endowments of an individual in the free
employment of his cognitive faculties.” Following the same kind of philosophical spirit,
Hegel [6] continued to maintain that “art’s vocation is to unveil the truth in the form of
sensuous artistic configuration.”

It is true that sometimes the relationship between art and human feelings has also been
mentioned and discussed by quite a few Western philosophers. Nonetheless, the relationship
between art and human knowledge seems to be significantly superior to the former, and thus
has been more emphasized within the framework of traditional Western aesthetics. We can
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easily find out from all of these how profoundly the cognitive–rational spirit has influenced
traditional Western aesthetics to define and explore the aesthetic relationship of human
beings to the world.

In contrast, under the guidance of its practical–emotional spirit, traditional Chinese phi-
losophy always focuses its attention on the practical activities of human beings, especially on
those governed by emotional or affective principles, and thus strongly highlights harmonious
unity between human beings and the world. Correspondingly, with this tendency to unite
human beings with the natural world (heaven), traditional Chinese aesthetics always holds
that beauty is not only a pleasant property of objective things, but is, first and foremost, a free
state or way (Dao) of human life itself in harmony with the natural world, and that the most
important thing for human beings is not merely to feel or contemplate those beautiful things
in the outer world through cognitive activities, but to make their own lives or existence
beautiful through their practical–emotional activities. For instance, Confucius, the great
founder of Confucianism, said, “It is beautiful for one to dwell in such a place where there are
people of ren (humaneness)” (4.1) [9]. He also demanded that “A gentleman should help
others fulfill beautiful deeds” (12.16) [9]. You Ruo, one of his distinguished disciples, even
remarked that “The beauty of the ways of ancient kings involves seeking harmony as
something noble” (1.12) [9]. Taking beauty as something that combines human nature with
artificial practice, another Confucian thinker Zi [10] also asserted that, “If one had no nature,
one’s artificial efforts would lose their foundation; however, if one did not make artificial
efforts, one’s nature would not become beautiful by itself” (19.14).

Generally speaking, Confucianism always stresses the profound significance of human
endeavors in practical activities to make human life beautiful. On the other hand, Daoism
often esteems beauty as a naive yet harmonious unity of human beings with the natural world
(in a “taking-no-action-yet-leaving-nothing-undone” way). In the view of Zi [11], for example,
“Heaven and Earth are of the great beauty, but say nothing about it”; thus, “when one takes no
action and hence is honored, one will be simple and plain and none in the world can compete
with oneself in beauty” (Chaps. 13 and 22). That is to say, the great beauty of the natural
world itself lies precisely on its fundamental feature of “taking no action yet leaving nothing
undone”; if human beings can follow it as the paradigm of their own existence, they them-
selves will become beautiful as Heaven and Earth are.

Chan Buddhism places special stress on the intrinsic relationship between beauty and the
human affectional “heart.” Its real founder Hui Neng insisted that “human being (be) [is] no
[t] Buddhahood if without feelings” and that everyone becomes beautiful by realizing his
pure self-nature and achieving Buddhahood for himself in his daily life (Chaps. 19 and 48)
[12]. In other words, all three main schools of traditional Chinese aesthetics frequently focus
their attention on the beauty of human practical–affectional life itself rather than the beauty of
objective things in the external world, and thus are very distinct from traditional Western
aesthetics in significant ways.

In so far as art is concerned, similarly, traditional Chinese aesthetics always highlights its
essence and the functions of expressing human feelings and aspirations in practical activities
or in human life, but seldom discusses its cognitive functions, merely aiming to reflect
objective things in the outer world. As a matter of fact, there was a celebrated maxim in
Shang Shu (one of the most important classics in ancient China)—“Poetry expresses human
aspirations”—although poetry was not yet viewed as pure art during that time. Confucius
also asked, “What can one do about music if one is not ren (humane) oneself?” (3.3) [9]. In
other words, he considered music to be a manifestation of humane love—an idea from the
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perspective of moral life that is in a sharp contrast to the Pythagorean idea of regarding the
essence of music as a suitable proportion and harmony of numbers from the perspective
of mathematics. Moreover, Confucius demanded his disciples to “be stimulated by poetry,
established by the rites and perfected by music” (8.8) [9], emphasizing the indispensable role
of art in both the moral perfection of individuals and the political management of society. Yue
Ji (The Book of Music), another Confucian classic in ancient China, showed a similar
tendency to connect music with human feelings because it strongly argued that “the feelings
are stirred up in one’s heart of hearts, so that they can want to be expressed in the voice; when
the voice is beautiful, it is called music.” Comparatively speaking, Daoist and Chan thinkers
paid most attention to the positive role of art in expressing the natural feelings of human
beings and in realizing the spiritual freedom of individuals rather than expressing the moral
affections of human beings and realizing the humane government (ren zheng) of society. For
instance, Zi told a well-known story of a “true painter,” who—although coming in late from
among a group of painters that a prince had called to paint for him—neither apologized nor
reverentially stood but immediately went to his own room, took off his clothes, and prepared
well for painting. Although the prince has not yet appreciated the painter’s work, the prince
already praised him highly as a “true painter” (Chap. 21) [11]. In Zi’s view, a true artist is just
an individual with sincere natural feelings and authentic spiritual freedom but without any
obsequious acts, no matter how his works of art look like.

On the other hand, Chan Buddhism focused mainly on the dominant position of intuition
(dunwu or sudden enlightenment), both in artistic creation and in aesthetic activities, because
it is not only a kind of nonrational intuition with abundant contents of feelings (the intention
of which is not directed at the objective and necessary laws of the external world) but is a
basic principle of human life and spiritual freedom, and is also a fundamental way of
achieving Buddhahood in real life. Yan Yu, a critic and poet who was deeply influenced by
Chan Buddhism in the Song dynasty, made it very clear: “Generally speaking, the Dao of
Chan lies exactly in the fine intuition (miao wu) alone, and the Dao of poetry lies also in the
fine intuition” (Chap. 1) [13].

It is true that both traditional Western and Chinese philosophies stress the intrinsic and
significant interrelation among the true, the good, and the beautiful in human life. None-
theless, they understand each of them, as well as their interrelation in rather striking different
ways (cf. [14]). In Western tradition, “the true” refers to both the objective world itself and
the “true knowledge” of it; “the good” often signifies those virtuous attributes that are not
only fulfilled in human practical activities but are also essentially based upon true and
rational knowledge; and “the beautiful” is a sensuous and pleasant property of objective
things is always subordinated to “the true” or “the good.” Under the domination of such
rational spirit, therefore, traditional Western philosophy prefers to identify contemplative life
aimed at the true (e.g., Aristotle and Hegel) or the moral life aimed at the good (e.g., Plato and
Kant) rather than the aesthetic life as the highest state of human life. Traditional Chinese
philosophy, under the domination of the practical–emotional spirit, regards all three as
constitutive dimensions of human nature and human life (i.e., “the true” as a “sincere” state of
human life in which people realize genuine unity with the natural world through emotional
ties; “the good” as a “virtuous” state of human life in which people can fulfill their sincere
emotional nature by practical endeavors (especially for Confucian thought); and “the beautiful”
as the highest state of human life in which people can intrinsically unify “the true” and “the
good” in a sensuous–affective harmony. Confucius maintained that a gentleman should take
“the unity between substance and refinement” or “being both perfectly beautiful and perfectly
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good” as the ideal paradigm of life (6.16, 3.25) [9]. Mencius [15] distinguished between the
true, the good, and the beautiful in this way: “One who likes to do those desirable things is
called a good man; one who is sincere with oneself is called a true man; one who replenishes
and extends one’s goodness and sincerity is called a beautiful man” (7B.25). In his view,
then, the beautiful, as a unity, implies more abundant and valuable contents than both the true
and the good, and thus is a higher state of human life than the latter two. Daoism highly
valued naive unity between the beautiful and the true in human existence, and deemed it to be
the highest ideal of human life. As Zi [11] declared, “One is called a perfect man if one can be
of perfect beauty and roam in perfect delight” (Chap. 21). Chan Buddhism also identified the
Buddha nature itself as the most beautiful state of human life because “it is forever clear and
pure” and one should “become a Buddha in this very body” that is permeated with the affective
and even sensuous elements of everyday life in itself (Chaps. 8 and 20) [12].

In conclusion, if “aesthetics” is taken chiefly as “a science of perceptual knowledge” as in
theWestern tradition, it would be, first and foremost, “a philosophy of beautiful life” in Chinese
tradition, which clearly demonstrates in-depth differences between these two aesthetic
traditions dominated, respectively, by the two kinds of philosophical spirit. Therefore, if
we understood traditional Chinese aesthetics merely according to the model of traditional
Western aesthetics, it could inevitably result in serious misinterpretations or even fatal
distortions of Chinese aesthetics.

There is no doubt that, due to the relative lack of cognitive–rational spirit, traditional
Chinese aesthetics has some one-sided and even serious shortcomings in its understanding of
human nature and aesthetic activities, and in its explanations of the essence and functions of
art and the beautiful. For instance, it neglects the importance of rational elements in human
nature and in the beautiful, as well as the cognitive functions of art, to a great extent.
Therefore, in order to enhance and enrich itself, Chinese aesthetics of the time should
certainly further learn something beneficial from Western aesthetics as it did in the twentieth
century. Nevertheless, traditional Chinese aesthetics does have some advantages and puts
forward quite a few persuasive and valuable insights into art and the beautiful, owing to its
distinctive practical–affective spirit, which makes it play an independent and constructive
role in the intercultural aesthetic dialogue of the twenty-first century.

The crux of the problem lies precisely on how we should understand and define the
essence of human beings—a question that is inseparable from the essence of art and the
beautiful. Human beings may be regarded essentially as animal rationale, according to a
famous classical definition given by traditional Western philosophy. However, this definition
itself is merely a one-sided and insufficient revelation of human nature because, besides the
rational, there are still many other essential elements in human existence, such as “the
practical,” “the sensuous,” “the instinctive,” “the emotional,” and “the voluntary,” and each
of them occupies an important and irreplaceable place in the real life of human beings just as
the rational does. Especially in aesthetic activities, these nonrational elements often have
more profound and significant effects than rational elements. That is the main reason why
aesthetic activities are so sharply different from scientific ones in essence. Thus, it is very
meaningful that traditional Chinese philosophy highlights the crucial and independent im-
portance of the practical and the emotional, as well as the sensuous, in human existence—all
of which are often discussed yet always subordinated to the rational within the framework of
traditional Western philosophy. In some sense, we may even say that traditional Chinese
philosophy prefers to regard human beings, first and foremost, as the practical–emotional
animal. Indeed, “human practice” (wei) and “emotional nature” (qing xing) have always been
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two key concepts in traditional Chinese philosophy, which mean that both practical activities
and natural feelings, such as like, dislike, pleasure, anger, sorrow, joy, love, and piety, are
essential substances of human existence, so that only when one replenishes and harmonizes
these natural feelings in practical activities can one’s existence become authentic human
existence in a true sense, and then becomes true, good, and beautiful as well. It is also exactly
on this philosophical foundation that traditional Chinese aesthetics puts forward those
original and distinguished insights into art and the beautiful, the worldwide significance of
which should be especially worth noticing in the twenty-first century.

Aesthetic activities and art, which are neither cognitive nor rational but practical and
sensuous in essence, are becoming an intrinsic and necessary part of human existence in the
twenty-first century—a fact that is more and more clearly demonstrated by the widespread
influence and profound permeation of popular art, action art, fashion, design, body building,
and tourism in the contemporary daily lives of people. Viewed from this perspective, it would
be far from enough if we still hold the narrow cognitive–rational attitude of traditional
Western philosophy, taking human beings solely as the animal rationale and thereby con-
struing the beautiful as mere objects of aesthetic contemplation and aesthetic activities or as
something static or inessential to human life. Actually, any human being, including those
who are not artists in the strictest sense, is not a passive observer or spectator of beautiful
things and artworks, but is, first and foremost, an active creator of and a vigorous participant
in aesthetic activities. It is only in such a sense that, just like those practical and sensuous
activities that are intrinsically related to human existence, aesthetic activities could be
endowed fully with dynamic and essential significance in contemporary human life, not as
something negligible or merely subordinate to the rational life. The practical–emotional spirit
of traditional Chinese aesthetics surely can provide inspiration that will be very helpful for
the aesthetics of the twenty-first century, which would eventually become the so-called
“aesthetics in practice” that probes deeply into those new aesthetic phenomena and their
importance in contemporary human lives.

Furthermore, perhaps more significant is the insight of traditional Chinese aesthetics as
follows: the beautiful is not only a mere property of those objective things or artworks, but is
also a free and harmonious dimension or way of human existence itself above all, in which
human beings and the natural world, the true and the good, and all those essential human
elements, including the rational one that traditional Chinese philosophy has neglected for a
long time, could be synthesized into an organic integration. Viewed from this perspective, the
beautiful will not only be of mere aesthetic significance in the relationship of human beings
to those beautiful things and artworks alone, but also of the profound metaphysical signif-
icance in human life as a whole, and human beings will not only be mere creators of those
beautiful things and artworks, but will also be active creators of their own beautiful existence.
Indeed, the beautiful of those objective things and artworks has to be also inseparably linked
with the beautiful existence of human beings because one can both create beautiful things and
artworks as aesthetic objects in the external world and feel aesthetic pleasure in the inner
world through aesthetic activities only when one’s own existence itself becomes beautiful
in the metaphysical sense. In other words, the “beautification” of human life itself is the
metaphysical basis of both aesthetic objects and aesthetic experience. As a result, this insight
of Chinese aesthetics would definitely enlarge the horizon of the world aesthetics of the
twenty-first century, enrich its research contents very much, and even lift it to the meta-
physical level of human existence and make it go beyond the limits of traditional Western
aesthetics, which has always confined its research contents strictly to the fundamental
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features of those beautiful things and artworks, on one hand, and to the subjective mechanism
of the aesthetic psychology of human beings, on the other hand. Moreover, if we further
consider the beautiful to be one of the highest states or dimensions of human life according to
the insights of traditional Chinese aesthetics, the world aesthetics of the twenty-first century
would certainly make much greater contributions to humankind as well when it tries to reveal
the ways in which one is able to beautify one’s existence in the metaphysical sense.

Quite a few schools of Western philosophy from the nineteenth century to the present have
also put forward similar insights in these aspects. Marxist philosophy, for example, affirms
the decisive impacts of labor practices on human essence, including the creation of beautiful
things and artworks. Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s philosophy not only highlights the impor-
tant meanings of those irrational elements in human existence, aesthetic activities, and art,
but also maintains that aesthetic activities or art should be endowed with the metaphysical
significance of human life and that human existence itself should also become aesthetic or
artistic. Nevertheless, constructing themselves in the Western tradition and being of the spirit
of the practical–rational or the irrational, those schools still often stress the tension and even
the conflict between the subjective and the objective, between the irrational and the rational,
or between human beings and the natural world. Therefore, comparatively speaking, holding
the distinctive spirit of the practical–emotional and paying more attention to the harmonious
unity of human existence, the insights of traditional Chinese aesthetics will still have the
advantages of their own and will exert an independent and irreplaceable influence on the
world aesthetics of the twenty-first century.

Of course, it does not mean that the insights of the Western or other aesthetic traditions in
the world have little significance for the development of contemporary aesthetics. In a real
sense, we may say that any insight of any aesthetic tradition would be indispensable and
active in the intercultural dialogue of contemporary world aesthetics and thus should not be
marginalized in global age. The key lies in how we could find such a combination in which
all of those aesthetic insights from all of these traditions may be integrated with one another
into an organic whole. It is plain that such work needs cooperative and constructive endeav-
ors of aestheticians all over the world.

Now humankind as a whole is faced with many serious difficulties and troubles in the
relationship between human beings and the natural world and among human beings them-
selves (such as environmental crisis, ecological disturbance, unbalanced economic develop-
ment, and racial and social conflicts). In view of traditional Chinese culture, these are not
only the problems of ecology, economics, politics, or ethics, but of aesthetics itself at the
same time because they endanger the harmonious unity between human beings and the natural
world and among human beings themselves, and destroy the metaphysical roots of a beautiful
human existence. The aesthetics of the twenty-first century should and could play a positive
and practical role in resolving these problems and in creating a more beautiful future for
humankind at this critical turning point of world civilization. It is exactly in such sense that
the most important tasks of aestheticians in the twenty-first century are to make aesthetics
become the philosophy of a beautiful human life in theory and to make human existence itself
become beautiful in practice at the metaphysical level.
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